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 I level my gun. Sticks pop in the woods, louder and louder. They’re 
coming back for me. In the middle of  the Colorado wilderness, miles and 
miles from any kind of  civilization, I’m completely alone. My new husband 
and I had abandoned our jeep four days earlier and had backpacked into the 
mountains hunting for elk. They called to us, bugles echoing through the hills 
and we followed after them, climbing higher and higher, armed with only a 
bow and a pistol. No one knew where we were. And here I am days later, 
about to be killed and I don’t know where my husband is. 
 It was a beautiful day, the morning Phil left me. The western rim 
of  the valley was touched with bronze as the sun rose; the scent of  coffee 
swirled in the crisp air around our campsite. 
 “It’s only for an hour,” he told me. “Just an hour and I’ll be back. It’s 
our last chance, maybe I’ll see something.” 
 So Phil left me with the pistol and a sick feeling that something was 
going to go horribly wrong. He never even told me where he was going. 
 The silence was eerie. It wasn’t silence so much as it was a lack of  
sounds you usually hear. No cars, no horns, no airplanes, no dogs barking. 
The silence was the murmur of  the wind through forest leaves, creaking 
branches of  old trees, the giggling of  the stream; a woodpecker’s knock and a 
songbird’s reply. After fifteen minutes I started to relax, this wasn’t so bad; it 
was actually quite peaceful. I walked the short distance to the icy stream and 
was coming back with a kettle of  water when I heard it. The barking didn’t 
register at first. It reminded me of  kids playing in the backyard and dogs 
yipping at their heels. And by the time I realized that I was nowhere near 
children and family pets, the single bark erupted into a chorus of  barking, 
yapping, snarling and howling. My heart froze. 
 Growing up in the northwoods of  Minnesota I was not at all 
unfamiliar with coyotes. There was a pack that ran through our property 
nearly every night, howling and snapping until the wee hours of  the morning. 
It used to be a lullaby for me; I used to lie awake listening to the high pitched 
yelps, sleepily wondering what they were saying to each other. Now their 
voices struck me with terror. I ran back to the campsite which we’d set up 
in the woods off  of  a large meadow. They were getting louder, closer. Don’t 
panic, don’t panic, don’t panic, I chanted to myself. 
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 Coyotes were scaredy-cats. Dad told me they wouldn’t attack anything 
bigger than a chicken. But just then I was feeling very much like a chicken. I 
grabbed the pistol and checked to make sure it was loaded. Six brassy bullets 
gleamed from the silver cylinder, smiling at me. Six shots; that was nothing 
against twenty of  them. I remembered reading once that coyotes were afraid 
of  fire. Whether it was true or not, I decided to take the chance and threw 
the rest of  the wood into the fire. If  the gun failed me, I was going to chuck 
these flaming sticks at them. And just in case that didn’t work; backup plan 
number three: locate a tree to climb. There was a knotty pine not far away 
with fairly large branches, some low to the ground. 
 I used to climb trees all the time when I was younger. Mom would 
yell and yell at me to come down. I used to assure her that I was as sure-
footed as a goat when I was climbing trees. And mom said that goats didn’t 
climb trees so get outta there young lady. 
 Gun in one hand I crouched by the fire, shaking and praying for 
everything to catch.  Today was our two month wedding anniversary. I 
wondered if  Phil could hear the coyotes and if  he would come back soon. 
What if  he came back to find the dogs tearing apart my bloody body? I 
shivered and silently pleaded for him to come back. He didn’t. And what 
I heard next sent the hair on my neck to high heaven. I don’t remember 
hearing the coyote’s racket dissipate but it must have; either that or I was so 
terrified by this new foe that I tuned out everything else. 
 It was a low, phlegmy snarl. A cat’s snarl. I jumped up, flinging the 
gun toward the sound. And froze. My heart clogged in my throat. All I could 
do was stare. I don’t even think I was breathing.  I stood, trapped by three 
pairs of  honey-gold eyes. They gazed at me from ten yards away –a single 
leap for them; unblinking, intense. Two full-grown cubs crouched on either 
side of  their tawny mother.  I stood up straighter.  
 We had mountain lions in Minnesota too, although I’d never seen 
one on the wrong side of  a window. My two older sisters had though. Face 
to face in the cedar swamp. I’d only seen one from a distance, moving across 
our pasture with the low, shoulder rolling run of  a big cat. We’d often see 
their tracks too, usually in the spring when the ground around our log cabin 
was soft enough for them to leave imprints in the mud.
 A black-tipped tail flicked behind one of  the cubs, jerking me back to 
reality.  Look bigger. I’d read that somewhere too, and slowly unbuttoned my 
shirt, not that it would help a whole lot. I was still one scrawny girl against 
three muscle-rippled lions. The beautifully sculpted heads of  the cubs sank 
into their shoulders as they crouched deeper. 
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 “Oh God, I’m dead,” I whispered. I could shoot one. I knew that 
much. But would the other two run away, or come after me? And what if  
they ran away and Phil heard the shots and came running…I visualized 
them crashing into each other in the woods, but I had to take a chance on 
something. My finger slid over the cool trigger. It wasn’t cocked. In my fear 
I forgot I could shoot without cocking the gun. I locked eyes with the mama 
cougar and pulled the hammer back with both thumbs. The click seemed 
to echo through the valley. Then a flick of  their tails and they were gone, 
racing silently through the trees. They didn’t so much as snap a twig as they 
disappeared down the trail Phil had taken earlier.
 My whole body shuddered and my legs felt like rubber bands. I 
could hardly stand but I was afraid to sit. They were surrounding me. I knew 
it. Cats were animals of  silent stalking and surprise. I spun around in slow 
circles, forcing back tears. I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t cry. 
 “Phil please come back, please come back.” I whimpered over and 
over. I looked down; Phil’s knives were all laid out on a stump near me. He 
had nothing but his bow. I was suddenly more afraid for him than I was for 
me. He didn’t even know they were out there.
 And now here I am, alone and about to be killed. Sticks pop in the 
woods, louder and louder. I level the gun. It’s cocked and ready to go. I 
wasn’t messing around this time. I hold it straight out with both hands and 
brace my legs. I hear the footsteps next; plodding and heavy. This wasn’t the 
mountain lions. They hadn’t made a sound. The wheezing comes next. God, 
if  this is a moose…but before I can finish the thought, Phil bursts through the 
brush, his face an instant jumble of  urgency, exhaustion and fear as he stares 
down the barrel of  my gun. The relief  that floods me is so complete I nearly 
fall over. We were alive, we were whole, we were lucky. 
